book that it'll be worthwhile and the time will be well spent, and I like to think that a writer makes a big bet to his readers early on in a book and the bet is: "Stay with me a while and I will fascinate you and tear you apart and put you back together again and turn your head inside out and do things to you that you didn't know could be done; and you're going to live to tell the tale?or remember the tale." I call that putting gold on the table or making a big bet early in a book so that the reader has the sense of an amazing, enormous story coming at him or her. So I absolutely agree with that?I'm curious to know who wrote it. Kathryn: Yeah, well, who would be doing that??you mean like a Ray Carver story? Would that be about the ordinariness of life? Not really. I mean, it looks like it's ordinary, but you're quickly taken to the mysterious heart of something.
Colin: I think a story is what happened after which everything is dif ferent for the particular people, the characters, in the story. It may be that things are only subtly different, but things are different. I just read a story by the writer Jennifer Egan a few days ago and it's only six pages long, and it's a story of two women in their forties, both of whom have lived fast and hard lives from their twenties.
Both are clearly very beautiful and in a certain crowd. There's a lot of money and drugs and everything, and they go back and they visit the very charismatic and sexy, powerful man who they've both been involved with fifteen or twenty years prior. Now he's an old man, dying. And in six pages that whole interaction becomes enormous in the life of the narrator who hasn't had any children. The other woman has. The narrator's life has gotten smaller since then, and the other woman has been fine and done well and I don't know?is that a regular event in a person's life? I don't know. I'm not sure.
JDB: Sounds large to me.
Colin: Yeah.
jdb: How do you decide if your material is large enough?
Kathryn: I think it has to do with how passionate you are about it yourself. There can be huge stories that are told so badly that they become nothing, flat, small; and there can be small stories that are told so deeply that they're huge. So a lot of it has to do with the vision of the person telling the story, I think. That would be true in a Ray Carver story?they seem very small and ordinary. You know, a guy sits at a counter in a diner and talks to the guy sitting next to him, and suddenly his whole life is unfolded in a way that is monumental, and yet it has a very simple workaday feel as far as the props of the story go.
Colin: When I'm writing, I look for a character who is large enough and problematic enough that I'm very interested in who that char
acter is and what that character is going to become. In the book I'm working on now, I have a very dynamic guy who's about to buy a building in New York City, and I don't know what the connec tion is, but I know that at some point, not too many years ago, he was flat on his back?he'd lost all his money?he'd been swindled and choked off, and the only job he could get was supervising the pouring of concrete in elevator shafts in motels being built in New Jersey. It was almost a death sentence if you're a general contractor. I mean he had been busted down to nothing. And I also know that he has designs or involvement with a very upper-class high profes sional, New York City family that has a child who is about the age his daughter perhaps could be. So between those two things I know I've got something?I don't know how it all connects. But I've got these pictures in my mind of different parts of the story. I agree with Kathy that a small story can be enormous if told with density 159 and passion, but also that if there's an almost sociological spread to the situation, you're going to be able to cut through a lot of social situations or places and times and people that will avail you of a huge story.
Also, I think making a big story is just a matter of assigning yourself the authority to do it. In my last book there's an interac tion between characters in a parking garage in New York City, and it doesn't have to be complicated. It can be as simple as the guy handing him a ticket, and so forth; but I was interested in the fact that a lot of parking garages in New York City are down under the ground, and they're really foul places, and they're also hidden and the farther you go down under the ground, the better the cars get. You're not obligated to make friends or keep friends. You are simply obligated to the story, and in the making of the story you often have to "steal" things. You are stealing the gold from other people's lives.
It may only be that you're sitting on a park bench and you watch an old man stumble across the grass in front of you. He stumbles and he catches himself and then breathes and then continues on his way. But you've seen that, and you take that and ingest it, and you may use it at some point. It's yours. You took it. And there are other confidentialities that you may appropriate. Of course, you do not want to render particular people in a way that is identifiable.
[Kathryn chuckles.] But you have an obligation to take this stuff and use it, and the thing is you steal all this now, but you give it back when you write your story or your book. It goes back out to the reader. So in that respect, doing research or posing as someone who needs a videographer, sure, you do whatever is necessary.
Kathryn: Nothing is sacred.
Colin: Nothing is sacred. And Kathryn, for one of her books, tried to figure out how to steal a diamond from Tiffany's.
Kathryn: Oh, yes, for that same book?Exposure. The heroine sort of cracks up at the end and actually contemplates stealing a ring from Tiffany's, which I think is actually, probably, impossible. But I spent a lot of time in Tiffany's figuring out how somebody would try to do that. In fact, it was interesting because I got smarter about doing it.
The first time I went I was wearing jeans and sort of a scruffy shirt, and I came in and asked a stupidly naive question such as, "What would happen if somebody tried to steal a ring from Tiffany's?"
Well, you know, I was escorted out of the store! Yeah. And I came back about two weeks later and I?
Colin: You were dressed up! Kathryn: I was dressed up, and I was wearing some of my grand mother's jewelry?a couple of diamonds?and all I did was pretend to be interested in buying an estate piece. And the same woman who'd thrown me out of the store before...she looked at me and there was something that passed across her eyes like, "Why do I think I know this woman," but I saw it pass and then sort of disap pear, and then she went on with the process. Being in the store for an hour, pretending to be confused about which piece of jewelry I might want to buy, I learned a lot about how Tiffany's works.
Colin: In my last book, I had to figure out how to convert an elec tronic form of money?namely, an electronic transfer?to a physical item that was fungible, sellable in a marketplace. And it was not gold, which was too heavy, and it was not any of the usual things. And I was really quite stuck. with the shopkeeper and with her lovers. There is this ravenous quality to her that I think is deeply human. We read it and we may not be going out and cheating on our spouses. We may not be going into hideous debt, and yet we understand the desire that she suf fers. We understand her misery. So I think there is a deep identifica tion, because sometimes the character is transgressing in a way that we have, or sometimes it's in a way that we feel we might.
Colin: I think part of the illusion is to make the reader into the character. In this last novel, one of the main characters is a woman who has been in prison because she helped her boyfriend with a truck-smuggling operation. If I can turn you, for a moment, into her.... If I can get you, the reader, for a moment, to forget you are who you are?and you always pay your quarter when you park in a parking meter, and you write thank-you notes to your grandmother, and you brush your teeth every night, and you're a decent, regular, law-abiding citizen?if I can get you to forget that and to inhabit her and her crooked little world and her crooked little philosophy, for even a little while, you're gonna like that. That's why we read. You want to become that character, to see it and feel it. That's why we read?to be out there, outside ourselves. And yet, strangely enough, to go through the action, the fall, the rise, the tragedy, that the characters go through, and that somehow comes back to you and Afterburn. There are three points of view, rotated, and the dates.
Colin: Right.
JDB: It's an interesting way of structuring the book, which both helped me orient myself and coaxed me onward in the reading of it. I kept going back to the beginning to locate what date it was and try ing to figure out what could possibly be happening on some future date. I assume that structure was something you came to after you were already in the middle of it, rather than imposing it from the beginning?
Colin: Well, I knew I was going to tell a three-person point-of-view weave, but if I was going to be cutting back and forth between three characters I had to provide a way for the reader to navigate through the story; and I also knew that if I simply had the dates and the places that that in itself would be intriguing to a reader, and I would get some forward pull that way.
JDB: In your new book, how did you get the idea in the first place about pouring cement shafts for elevators and motels? There's going to be a body. There's going to be a body in the concrete, right?
Colin and Kathryn: [Laughing.]
Colin: I don't know actually. I'll tell you where some of it came from.
I tend to talk to a lot of people?almost in a reportorial kind of way.
In the case of that material, I happened to be sitting at a dining room table with a guy, much older than me, who has had a career as a builder out in New Jersey; and he told me the whole story of his life, which involved becoming rich, and then getting overextended and having interest rates cut against him in the seventies, and get ting in trouble, and then as a last-ditch effort going out to Phoenix, which was a boom town, and trying to swing some deals and then getting screwed, basically, by another guy?and losing everything. This was a guy with four children, and he was busted down so far that he was pouring cement and supervising the pouring of concrete in elevator shafts. As soon as he said those words?"pouring con crete in elevator shafts in motels in New Jersey"?this thing went off in my head.
Kathryn: The knowledge buzzer! [Laughter]
Colin: Yeah, the big tapes began to roll. Hmmm. Hmmm. That's the nature of the kinds of novels I do?I'm outwardly directed into finding out what's going on in the world. It's a great feeling when it happens. I remember one time I was talking to an old farmer and he was remembering that the snow was so high that it drifted over the tops of boxcars in the local rail yard; and as soon as he there is this figure who is alien and who I have to sort of chase down through a thicket of quasi-historical, biographical stuff. None of this is apparent to me when I begin.
jdb: It's interesting to me, Kathryn, that you start from an autobio graphical impulse, really, and Colin starts from some information that he's attached to or from a real person, but not necessarily a relative. Then you follow that down through research and story, but you're still making it up as you go along. I mean, both of you are making it up as you go along, and you seem to feel that that's an important part of the process, that you can't just think the story out in advance, do an outline, and follow it through?because that would take the excitement out of it.
Colin: And the discovery out of it. I have students sometimes who say, "I want to write a story that proves a woman should have the right to an abortion. writer of the second novel because he or she is in danger of falling prey to An Idea." Writing a novel is not an intellectual process. It calls upon your mind and your intellect, and yet it's not primarily intellectual. It's an unconscious process, and that level of self-con sciousness that can kick in after the first novel can be daunting. You know, you wrote the first novel and you didn't really know what you were doing. You were just sitting there, and nobody was waiting for it. Then you get to the second novel and it's like, "What's it about?
My God, what's it about? I don't know. It better be about somethingl I guess it should be about...abortion rights?that's serious." Then you take off, and you've killed it from the outset because of the bogus need for some sort of message_ JDB: I've been wanting to ask Kathryn about the writing of mem oirs and about a decision you must have made at some point to call The Kiss a memoir instead of calling it a novel and changing the names. Was that a decision you made on your own, or did you consult with other people, and are you glad now that you made the decision you did?
Kathryn: Absolutely glad. Thicker than Water was my first novel, very autobiographical, as first novels sometimes tend to be; then there were two novels that followed that; then I returned to the story that I had novelized because from the moment I finished the first novel I resented having novelized the story. I felt that I had betrayed it and betrayed my own story by turning it into fiction and by dampening it. So when I sat down to write it as memoir, as nonfiction, there was no question that that was how it would be presented?because now I was going to try to do it the right way, or better than I had done it before.
Colin: You had more tools available to you.
Kathryn: Definitely, and I had the guts to do it?as nonfiction?that I didn't have before. I gave myself permission, and we gave me per mission too, which was a different issue, or a separate but related issue. Colin has spoken about the writer as transgressor, someone who uses what he or she needs, whether it's right or whether it's wrong. That's something that we both believe and that we give each other permission to do. Writing is an amoral process?it takes what it needs?and everything is permitted. That ethos was part of what allowed me to conceive the story as nonfiction.
jdb: Writing may be amoral in practice, but don't you trust that the process itself is inherently moral at some fundamental level, once it is complete? Colin: Of course. Absolutely. But art has its own way of seeing. There seems to be a burgeoning memoir world out there, and a burgeoning marketplace. Was there a difference in the reception of that book because it was a memoir?
Kathryn: Yeah, definitely. It certainly pissed people off in a way that I had never experienced before [Laughter] .
JDB: Did it sell more copies?
Kathryn: I imagine it did. Sure it did.
Colin: Many more.
Kathryn: Although I don't know how many more. You know, about the time the book came out, of course, there was a huge storm in a teacup about the "memoir versus the novel," and the memoir was perhaps going to eclipse the novel. I feel the dividing line is between good writing and bad writing. I think the line between memoir and novel has always been incredibly grey. There have been many novels that you read and you understand that they are the truth, but their writers for one reason or another have chosen to call them novels.
There are certainly many memoirs that have a fictional quality to them, and you can perceive that as a reader as well. I don't have a conception of two camps inside my head, so I don't feel I've moved over really. I've written a number of shorter personal essays as well?there are rewards to both forms. I think Mary Gordon put it nicely when she said that the great advantage to fiction is that you get to choose the ending you like. You don't get that with nonfic tion, and a lot of nonfiction is about how to approach or how to tell the story with the bad ending.... Ultimately I found my agent through working in publishing, and it went smoothly from there. But the process of having it demystified for me was key.
Colin: The moment of d?mystification for me came as a result of taking a bus from Philadelphia to Iowa City before I was a student there. I got off the bus and went straight to the University of Iowa library, where the master's degree theses of the writers in the Writers' Workshop were housed, and I looked up John Irving's the sis, which was called Setting Free the Bears. It was his first novel, and I knew that before The World According to Garp John Irving had pub lished three novels that had disappeared, quite unjustly, and sunk like stones. I had liked The World According to Garp a great deal, and I realized that the first pages of his first novel were there, so I looked it up. It was typewriting in those days, okay? So here was this page, and there was typing on it?typing?real typing?and I'm sure Irving had been the guy who typed it. They were the first pages of a book.
You could go and get what was now a paperback and you could com pare and it was the same first words, and I was looking at the words and I thought, "Gee, that's a sentence that I could probably write."
I didn't presume to think that I could write all those sentences, in that order, and be as engaging and entertaining as he was, but that was a moment of d?mystification. When something is demystified, not only do you realize something about the thing you've been thinking about but also you realize something about yourself. You are maybe the person you had dreamt yourself to be.
